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‘One generation shall praise your works to another

And declare your mighty power’

I’m delighted to be with you as part of this celebration and thanksgiving for the life of St Mary’s.  The great biblical scholar, William Barclay, said that ‘We stand on the shoulders of our parents’.  Indeed, we stand on the shoulders of a succession of people who in faith built this beautiful building, who served God faithfully in this place and who sustained the life and ministry of the church.  But above all, we offer our thanks to almighty God – whose hand guides his flock from age to age - for his faithful love which energises, sustains, upholds, cares.

Thankfulness to God sounds like a mere matter of form in a moment like this – but it isn’t.  We often idealise the past – believing that things were simpler, stronger, better, clearer, more straightforward than they are now.  But knowing what we do of human nature, that doesn't sound very likely.  I am sure that the people of the past worked out their salvation pretty much as we do – they did their best; they had problems and difficulties; they lost their way; there were awkward people who wouldn’t agree; there were clergy who were wonderful and, almost certainly, there were clergy who were less than wonderful.

It would be wrong to say that none of that matters – because we offer only the best to God.  But in bad times as well as good, God works his purpose out.  God teaches his people.  God forgives.  God challenges people on the pilgrimage of faith and leads them forwards.

Nothing in today's world lasts very long.  So why do churches endure?   I believe that it is the presence of God and great story of faith which is the ultimate sustaining narrative at the centre of church life.  We’re going to re-tell that story here on Sunday morning – much of it in the voices of children.  People come to a church – particularly at significant times in their lives such as baptisms, weddings and funerals.  They come in good times and bad.  They come seeking comfort and strength.  They go out having gathered enough to go on with the business of living, sustained by faith in the infinite love of God shown in his son Jesus Christ.  In other words, church touches people's lives at critical moments.  And a church points beyond itself – the community points beyond itself – to Jesus and to the sustaining power of God.

I found myself reading yesterday about the theory of pole vaulting.  I know nothing about pole-vaulting and I’m not likely to take it up as a hobby.  And the secret of pole vaulting is that the jumper manages to lift his centre of gravity up to 5 metres into the air – to shift his centre of gravity actually outside himself.  And that seems to me to be the key to the life of churches.  Like the servant who buried the talent in the field and kept it safe, so churches which live unto themselves do not grow or endure.  But by reaching out, by sharing with other churches, by engaging with the community – by spending and risking – then, paradoxically, the church is strengthened and grows.  You may remember the words of the prayer of St Francis – it is in giving that we receive, in pardoning that we are pardoned and in dying that we're born to eternal life.

One generation shall praise thy works unto another

We give thanks this evening for the riches of what we have inherited.  We ask for guidance as we take that heritage into new times with courage and hope.  May God bless you all as you serve him and care for his people.

